What's That Smell,
And Why Does My

Head
Hurt?

This “bug” is what was
left after someone
sprayed expanding-
foam insulation into an
electrical-receptacle
box.
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nachilly fall morning, Johnwasplayingwith

hischildrenintheir roomwhenhefelta

draft around one of the electrical recep-
tacles. He had made several commentsto hiswife
that the children’ sroom always seemed cool er than
the other roomsin the house. Now he knew why, and
hewas determined to fix the problem.

John went to thelocal hardware store and bought
abottle of expanding spray-foaminsulationto stop the
draft. After removing the faceplate, he sprayed a
generousamount of theinsulating foaminto thevoid.
Thefoam quickly expanded and cozed out the void,
blocking off the chilly air. Hereplaced thefaceplate
and felt around the receptacle with hishand, acknowl -
edging to hischildren that the expanding foam had
stopped the draft.

Although John didn’t know it, thefoam also had
over-insulated the el ectrical wiresleadingtothe
receptacle, causing them to start overheating. His
children complained of headaches and an unusual
odor whileplaying intheir room during the next couple
months. Finally, afew daysbefore Christmas, he
decidedtoinvestigatetheir complaints.
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John couldn’ t find any problemsin theroom until
heturned off thelightsand started to leave. From
the corner of hiseye, he detected apal e orange glow
around the receptacle he had insulated acouple
months earlier. Hewalked over to the receptacle and
put hishand onthewall. It was very warm—almost
hot to the touch.

After quickly disconnecting the power, John
removed thefaceplate, only to find ablack molten
mess. Morethan half the spray insulation had melted
away from thewires. He had found the source of
the odor, aswell asthe headaches. Hecalled an
el ectrician to make the necessary repairsand to
insulate the space. Theelectrician said the house
was closeto catching onfire.

Wheat lesson did John learn from thisincident?
Alwaysread and follow the manufacturer’ sinstruc-
tionswhen using any product. He had sprayed the
expanding foam into the el ectrical -receptacl e box,
instead of around it, as specified by the manufac-
turer. What appearsto beaquick and easy repair
may not bethemost intelligent or best fix. &
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